Medium-5 


Psychosocial care for children 


Medium- Writing 


NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH AND NEURO SCIENCES 
BANGALORE - 560 029. 


SOCHARA 


Community Health 
Library and Information Centre (CLIC) 
Community Health Cell 
85/2, 1st Main, Maruthi Nagar, 
Madiwala, Bengaluru - 560 068. 
Tel : 080 - 25531518 
email : clic@sochara.org / chc@sochara.org 
www.sochara.org 


Medium - 5 


Psychosocial care for children 


Medium - Writing 


Prepared by: 


Dr. K. Sekar, M.A., Ph.D., 
Mr. Prabu, MSw., 
Ms. Kavitha Manoj, MSw., 
Ms. Arul Selvi, MSw., 
Ms. Malarmathi, M.A., 
’ Ms. Pinkie Borgoyari, MSw., 


NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH AND NEURO SCIENCES 
BANGALORE - 560 029. 


Medium - 5 
Psychosocial care for children - Writing 


Supported by : 
Every Child India, Bangalore. 


Published by : 

Every Child India, 

P.O Box 4643, 
Bangalore-560046. India. 


Technical support : 
© NIMHANS, Bangalore. 


Layout & Production by : 
Rukmini Printers. 


Printed by : 
Rukmini Printers 
Jayanagar, Bangalore 560 011. 


Edition 1 
June, 2007 


This document may be freely reviewed, abstracted, reproduced or 
translated, in part or in whole, purely on a non-profit basis. We 
welcome receiving information ofits adaptation or use. The opinion, 
analysis and recommendations expressed in this document are solely 
the responsibility of the authors. | 


FOREWORD 


The Indian sub continent is highly prone to natural disasters. 
Floods, droughts, cyclones and earth quakes are recurrent phenomenon 
in India. The Tsunami on 26" December 2004 killed at least 300,000 
people making it the deadlist disaster recorded in the history. 


The Tsunami that affected thousands of lives including that of 
children was unexpected and sudden, leaving children confused, 
shocked and frightened. In amoment, their whole world was disrupted. 
Some children were orphaned, some lost one parent, some lost their 
siblings, and some had to adjust to a displaced life as they lost their 
homes. Some of the children are still living in the camps after two and 
half years with little or no possessions and do not know when they can 
go back to their places and the adults around them are not in a position 
to provide much solace or comfort as they themselves are victims of 
the killer waves. The normal daily routine is disrupted, and often there 
isno regular school, making it all the more difficult for the children to 
restore back to normal life. 


In order to help the children recover their sense of well being, an 
attempt to normalize their daily life routines and their emotional reactions 
is essential. Children need to feel safe and secure both physically and 
emotionally. It is important that children are given opportunities to 
express themselves in a safe and accepting environment. These efforts 
will enable the children to overcome the trauma they have been through 
and re-establish their sense of well being and good health. 


Therefore to enable children to deal with this traumatic event of 
the Tsunami, NIMHANS, the nodal center for psychosocial care 
support in disaster in India, provided technical assistance to the Idhaya 
EC India project in Nagapattinam, Cuddalore, Karaikkal and 
Kanniyakumari districts of TamilNadu. The child care activity center 
teachers adopted the medium for working with the children survivors 
of Tsunami. This played an important role in minimizing the 
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psychosocial consequences of the disaster. For the normal functioning 
of children after the Tsunami, they were encouraged not to keep inside 
the fears but rather to ventilate 1t out by repeatedly sharing it with others 
through the use of seven mediums. The psychosocial mediums selected 
were those the children were comfortable with such as, drawing, dolls, 
clay modeling, story telling etc. All these mediums were found to be 
much useful in bringing in mastery over the event and getting back to 
normalization at the earliest. Further the mediums were play oriented 
and non threatening for children to ventilate their repressed memories. 


The series of seven booklet are intended to enhance practice of 
psychosocial care for children by helping them reflect on, acknowledge 
and cope with their feeling following any disaster or with children living 
in difficult circumstances. 


Dr. D. Nagaraja 
Director/Vice Chancellor 
NIMHANS, Bangalore. 


PREFACE 


The Tsunami left behind a large number of dead bodies, shattered 
homes, personal belongings and chaos. Children found it difficult to 
apprehend what happened to them. The unaddressed questions also 
left children behind with anger and fear for the sea, cursing, insecurity 
and helplessness. The safe and nurturing environment for the normal 
growth and development of the child was destroyed. The impact on 
children had greater significance as their normal development was 
interrupted due to the disaster. Need of holistic care was well understood 
by Every Child0 and hence psycho social intervention to bring children 
back to normalcy was adopted with technical inputs from NIMHANS 
and through the field support from Idhaya Development Society and 
other partner NGOs. The projects emphasized at healing the minds of 
children by addressing the psychological needs expressed by them and 
by rebuilding the social support during the rehabilitation and 
reconstruction and reconciliation phase to ensure an encouraging 
atmosphere for their healthy growth and development. 


My sincere thanks to Sr. Lilly Lambert, The Secretary, Idhaya 
Development Society, Tanjavoor for the dedicated effort from herself 
and her team members in implementing the project in the field area. 
Sr. Alex and Sr. Ceicily, of IMHSSS-Karaikkal, Mr. Stalin, Mr. Ramesh 
Babu and all other comrades of DYFI in Nagapattinam.! express my 
gratitude to Mr. Pushparaj, of VHAK and Mr. Alphonse- of Action 
Trust for their sincere effort in implementing the program at the field 
level in Tsunami affected villages of Kanniyakumari. The teachers of 
the Child Care Activity Centers who skillfully coordinated the activities 
and made the program a success in remembered greatly at this juncture. 


Sr. Mercy, who was instrumental in implementing psychosocial care 
program for the children affected by Tsunami in Kanniyakumari passed 
away in a tragic car accident on January 3"! 2007. Her valuable effort 
will always be remembered. 


Psychosocial care team of NIMHANS who trained, guided and 
supported the team through out endeavor needs special mentioning. I 
extremely appreciate Dr. Sekar. Professor and Head, Department of 
Psychiatric Social Work, NIMHANS, Mr. Subashish Bhadra, Mr. 
C.Jaikumar, Ms.Grace Henry, Mr. Arvind Raj and Mr. Arul Roncalli. 


The splendid efforts of Ms.Gayathri Bhadra, who coordinated our 
back office with her admirable systematic approach that smoothened 
our work is greatly valued by the entire team. 


I sincerely appreciate the contribution and hard work of the authors 
of this manual who were committed for the great effort of ‘healing the 
minds’ of child survivors of Tsunami. Sincere participation of the child 
survivors, their parents and family members are greatly thanked here 
with out whom this work would not have been a success. I am sure this 
book let will be an important tool kit for the professionals working with 
child survivors of disaster in understanding the relationship of the child 
with his/her family members so that help from the family members could 
be taken in providing emotional support to the child in coping with the 
situation. 


G. Sriramappa 
Country Director - EveryChild, India. 


Writing is a meditation: it settles the mind. 

It is a de-stressor: it releases tension. 

It is like a confessor who keeps secrets safe. 

It is also a mood-changer, with the capability of making anybody 
happy. 

It is an outlet, for it helps in letting go off the negative thoughts. 
It is creative, cathartic and curative. 


INTRODUCTION: 


“Writing about stressful events can be powerfully therapeutic 
for body and mind” - Vietnam veteran John Mulligan, a 49 year old 
novelist said these lines after having gone through a writing workshop, 
following which he practiced for years to express the most disturbing 
thoughts and feelings with the help of pen and paper. John Mulligan 
was ahomeless “shopping cart soldier” in San Francisco’s North Beach, 
a man wracked with flashbacks and numbed by post-traumatic stress 
disorder. But his life took a turn during a veteran’s writing workshop 
conducted by noted author Maxine Hong Kingston. 


At the first workshop, Mulligan wrote about a horrific scene from 
the war: his buddies turning their weapons on a water buffalo for fun, 
sport and misplaced revenge. The blood, the noise, the sense of loss 
and waste were all there. In the following years, he repeatedly 
discovered that putting past horrors into words helped clear his mind 
and lift his spirits. “I had to face my demons,” he says. “T was an empty 
shell walking around the street and writing made me feel like f hada 
soul.” 


Putting traumatic memories into words can help ease turmoil and 
defuse the danger, as writing gives a sense of control and a sense of 
understanding of the situation. To write about a stress ful event, one has 
to first break it down into little pieces and suddenly it will seem more 
manageable. 
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Many people find writing therapy appealing because it is 
inexpensive, self-initiated, flexible and portable. It also requires no 
natural writing talent; what matters is the ability to put one’s innermost 
thoughts and emotions on paper. Quite simply, writing is beyond words, 
Jawaharlal Nehru wrote to his daughter while confined to prison; Anne 
Frank from her secret annex. Hugh Prather writes notes to himself: 
Franz Kafka did not even want his writings published. Generals narrate 
anecdotes from their lives; so do politicians, bureaucrats and artists. 


Kiran Bedi, the policewoman who dared to be different, to take 
the witness stand says ‘For me, writing is therapy, I believe in it one 
hundred per cent. It is the clearest, most visible therapy—you can see, 
read and analyze what you have written. In fact, you can become two 
different persons, the writer and the reader.” 


And while at Tihar, Bedi encouraged the inmates to try writing as 
a means of releasing their emotions. Three collections of their poetry 
have been published in English, Hindi and Urdu. 


Bedi gives the example of “an angry young man who was full of 
ideas. He was angry with the police, the prison officials, the judiciary. 
We gave him a table and chair, paper and pen and told him to write. 
This helped channelise his energy, he felt relieved and is no longer a 
problem. He has written a manuscript in Hindi.” 


By encouraging children to put difficult emotions and memories 
into words, writing therapy provides therapeutic release. It has been 
found to be particularly beneficial for those who tend to keep their 
feelings internalized. A fter actively participating in any form of writing 
therapy many people feel calmer and more in control of their emotions. 
In addition, some scientists believe that the release offered by writing 
affects the body’s physical capacity to withstand stress and to fight off 
stress-related infection and disease. 


Tsunami was one of the biggest natural disasters to hit the earth 
killing thousands in India and all over the southern hemisphere. The 
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count raised up to 2.5 millions. Thousands of children lost their families 
and personal belongings. The intervention through the five stages of 
writing exercise is an attempt to help these young survivors between 
the age group of 5-15 years to express the disturbing events and 
incidences in their life. 

Through the writing exercise children are encouraged to express 
the disturbing experiences that they have not been able to articulate 
out. After ventilating their fears, insecurities, sense of loss etc., they 
gradually come into terms with the situation and learn to accept it. In 
other words, the writing exercise is a medium to help children express 
the disturbing thoughts following the incident of Tsunami which they 
might be having difficulty in articulating for a number of reasons like : 


Children many a times are not sure about the emotions they could 
be feeling, 

9 Sometimes children find it difficult to articulate their feelings/ 
emotions and therefore different mediums of games and writing 
exercises etc., are introduced to bring out the most from them. 

J Fear ofsome of the incidences might have left a traumatic effect 
on the child resulting which the child avoids thinking or talking 
about it. 


AIM:  Tohelp children who have witnessed the Tsunami ventilate 
some of the unhappy and disturbing experiences through the 
medium of writing. 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. Tohelp children ventilate the unpleasant events and losses during 

the Tsunami. 


2. Tohelp the children accept their feelings for the losses. 


To give children an opportunity to look at the pleasant events of 
life and feel happy about it. 


ae 
Psychosocial care medium for children 3 


4. Toenable them to come to terms with the past incident and develop 
a positive outlook towards the future. 


RATIONALE: 


The writing exercise 1s designed into five stages to take children 
who witnessed the Tsunami through the gradual phase from coping 
and expressing the disturbing events to happy events from life and finally 
looking at the future with a positive attitude. Writing has been adopted 
as a medium here because many a times children find difficulty in 
articulating what they saw or what they are feeling. It is very natural 
that when pen and paper make contact, thoughts are released and the 
mind gets more focused as individuals are instinctively drawn towards 
the quiet center of the self. 


The beginning stage of the writing exercise might take children 
through some of the unpleasant events because of the loss and trauma 
attached to it. However, it is important to help children ventilate it out 
and then support them in coping with the situation instead of supperssing 
them because suppressing such strains and grief might result in behaviour 
problems. At the later stage of the exercise children are asked to write 
about pleasant things that make them happy in order to bring down the 
level of the stress and they are encouraged to look at the future with an 
optimistic outlook. 


PROCESS: 


At the beginning of the writing exercise the facilitator needs to be 
prepared to handle emotional outbursts in case of a child feels extremely 
upset while writing about the sad and disturbing events of his /her life. 
The loss of family members, relatives, friends etc., as well as personal 
belongings could make an immense effect in the life of children. So the 
facilitator should be able to go to the level of understanding children 
and be able to empathize with them in order to gain their confidence. 


This will help in meeting the objectives of the writing sessions to the 
utmost. 
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The facilitator will make the children sit in a semi circle and explain 
to them about the writing exercise. After making sure that the children 
have understood the given instruction, the facilitator will distribute plain 
sheet of papers, pencil/pen and erasers to the participants for each 
writing exercise. There is no time constrain put on the children to finish 
their writing for the idea is to bring out the most from the children and 
not to introduce a sense of competition between them. Ideally, the 
facilitator will do only one stage of the activity in a day. At the end of 
the activity facilitator will collect the responses from the Children and 
afier going through the same will discuss individually with each child 
regarding the experience shared by him/her. The facilitator needs to 
keep in mind that the stages of the writing exercise need to be strictly 
followed in sequence in order to get the best result out ofit. There is a 
subtle difference between ‘bothering events’ and ‘sad events’. The 
facilitator needs to tell children the distinction between the two stages. 
The first stage that is ‘an event that bothers me the most’ refers to 
incidents that keep coming back to the mind and the child feels anxious. 
Whereas ‘sad event’ from the third stage means an incident that makes 
the child cry, feel distressed, cheerless etc. | 


POINTS TO REMEMBER: 


+ The facilitator should take care to conduct the stages of the writing 
exercise in the right sequence. 


+ The facilitator after instructing the stage at the beginning of each 
exercise should confirm it with all the children that they have 
understood the theme correctly. 


+ The facilitator should make sure that children are not competing 
amongst each other to finish the earliest. 


+ Notimeconstraints will be put to finish writing. 
+ The facilitator conducts only one stage a day. 


+ Themedium takes 5 wecks for complete execution. 
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MATERIALS REQUIRED: Paper, pencil/ pen and eraser. 
STAGE - ] 
AN EVENT WHICH BOTHERS ME 
INTRODUCTION: 


Writing could be used as an important tool in trauma intervention 
because it both facilitates children’s ability to verbalize their experiences 
and encourages the expression of emotionally-laden events more 
successfully than talking alone. In the first stage of the “writing exercise’ 
the emphasis has been put on encouraging children discovering from 
their memory what incident from life bothers them the most. 


RATIONALE: 


In the first stage of the writing exercise children have to share on 
the paper about an event that bothers or disturbs them the most. The 
focus at this stage is to help children in ventilating some of the repressed 
memories of incidences, destruction of animate or inanimate things etc., 
that they witnessed at the time of Tsunami. The idea is to help children 
to express these feelings and emotions that they keep with in and are 
not able to articulate. Sometimes children who have witnessed the 
death of close people or sudden turmoil in their life due to disasters 
might find difficult in talking about it due to shock and fear. So the 
medium of writing is an attempt in bringing out these painful experiences 
of children. As has been said by a renowned Punjabi poet and author 
Amrita Pritam, “Writing is a therapy because while writing you 
cannot but face yourself. It is an opportunity to understand 
yourself’. So the children do not have to hide or fear to write what 
they feel about the losses and the events that bother them. 
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“I’m happy when ini in 
the school with my friends but 


“We were five people in 
my family —me, my parents, 
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| _athome I become quite anxious © brother & a sister. I lost my 
a because my aunty and sister during the Tsunami but 
| grandmother died in Tsunami. I we never found her body. My 

| get bad dreams at times of the father asked me to play with my - | 
| Tsunami and dead bodies. The brother who one day © 
1 thought of Tsunami to strike complained of stomach pain. 
|| againkeeps bothering me.” We took him to a hospital where 

| doctor told it as congenital 

i problem or extra tissue growth 

1 in the heart. He was referred to 
another sity hospital where 


they declared it was cancer. My 
brother then was shifted to 
| eee where he died after 
three days. Now I have no one 
to play with and I feel quite 
fone 
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“My best friend Vandana’s 
father saved twelve people in the 
Tsunami. However, he himself 
died. He was a very tall and 
strong man. We all loved him 
because he used to climb the 
coconut tree and give us tender 
coconuts. I am very scared at 
night because his spirit comes 
and pinches me on my cheeks 
and calls me. I am scared to go 
out to toilet at night because I 
can see him standing beside the 
coconut tree.” 
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“My other comes Do an | 
in my dreams and tells me to study | 
well and gives me many other good | 
advice. It makes me feel sad and I 
weep in my sleep. We both loved | 
each other a lot, used to play © 
together and study together. He | 
_ died in Tsunami.” 
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“Before the Tsunami struck | | “When 1 ‘heard about ihe aE 


_ no one from my village had heard earthquake in Pakistan itscared | 
| this word and with inovernight’s | | me a lot. 1 was worried about | 


_time ‘TSUNAMI’ became the | | the children who must have | 
most popular term. It leavesa chill ii gone through the trouble, like | i 
on the spine and my knees start | | us at the time of Tsunami. It | 
trembling every time I hear this |} | scares me much even now 
word. The memories of my days | | think that Tsunami muah 
of shelter at Kalyana] | tegen again.” 
Mandampam and schools after 
the Tsunami left a bitter taste in 
the mouth. There were no 
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facilities available there. Allthese | i 
memories bothermealot” = i | I feel very scared whe | 
| \ | | sleep. Our village was affected | 
| di badly by Tsunami. I pray to god | 
Kaoamnaminns OOOOOMB@BWHOHNHABYFG GD MOM WWW I | that sucha Tsunami should never 7 
| happen again.” | 
OUTCOME: 


In response to the question, “An event that bothers them the 
most”, most of the children said that it disturbs them to see their parents 
fighting, death of the people they were close to and friends during the 
Tsunami, fight with friends, fear of Tsunami to strike again, fear for 
ghosts etc. The exercise helped children to ventilate the disturbing events 
from their lives especially their family problems, which they might not 
have been able to share otherwise with their friends. Different kinds of 
responses came out from children through the writing exercise. Some 
said the scene of big waves at the time of the Tsunami was quite 
disturbing, while for others the stay at the Relief camp was quite difficult. 
There was a sudden change in the environment that they were familiar 
with, loss of belongings, death of people, displacement and uncertainty 
that children had to go through along with the elders. The writing exercise 


Writing 


helped them in brining together their thoughts and fears and 
ventilated it out with the help of pen and paper. 


STAGE -2 
THE THING I MISS THE MOST 
INTRODUCTION: 


After the trauma of the incident, sense of loss was the major 
issue amongst the young survivors of Tsunami. Loss, not just in terms 
of relationships which could be parents/ siblings/ caregivers like 
grandparents or relatives, teachers, friends, neighbours, pets or 
personal belongings but also the loss of familiar environment. Many 
children lost their homes, schools, play grounds, trees, religious places, 
market area etc., during Tsunami. Having to move out of their 
surroundings especially into camps/rented accommodation with no 
friends or not going to school was profoundly disturbing to children. 


The Second stage of the exercise focuses on enabling children to 
ventilate what they lost at the time of the disaster, be it their personal 
belongings or people who died at the time of the Tsunami etc. This will 
make Children to come to terms with their losses and gradually cope 
with it. 

RATIONALE : 


The second stage of the writing exercise will probe further into 
the life experience of these young survivors and help them to express 
the loss of people as well as their personal belongings that they were 
closely attached to. Children might have attachment with the smallest 
of items, such as their pencils, books, dresses etc. While after the 
disaster elders are more concerned about the bigger losses like death 
of people, property etc., they usually don’t pay attention to the minor 
loss of children. Therefore the objective of this exercise is not just to 
talk about the death of their near ones but also of the pets or objects 
that mattered in their life. 
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“My earrings, pencils and | | 
rubbers got washed away during | 
Tsunami.Imissthemalot.” 


oe one also. diel 
- distress. I miss both r m, 


ee 
= 
A 
J 


he) Cecenomenmmmmnmene 


“Tsaw the big 4: waves 


fds 
Oo, 
OQ 


s -casiaicianisaddentan 


my old doll. lam Ol 
doll. I wish I could g 
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My school also ‘got 


“We had tw 
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OUTCOME: 


Inresponse to the second stage on what I miss the most, children 
said that they miss their friends, their relatives, pets, household things 
etc., which they lost in Tsunami. Everybody lost something or the other 
at the time of Tsunami and therefore children might not have got the 
opportunity to talk about their losses that mattered to them. This stage 
of the exercise gave children an opportunity to understand the losses 
they had and accept that they miss the thing/ person a lot and there is 
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nothing wrong in missing it. This stage was a stepping stone of gaining 
mastery over the loss before going through their journey to overcome 
it through the various other stages. 


STAGE - 3 
ASAD EVENT IN MY LIFE 
INTRODUCTION: 


The third stage of the exercise is the most intense amongst all the 
five stages of the ‘writing activity’ where children are asked to write 
about an event which makes them sad. In this stage, children are given 
an opportunity to explore the darkest memory that makes them feel 
sad and ventilate it through the medium of writing. As said by Dr 
Avadesh Sharma, an Indian neuropsychiatrist, ‘‘Writing gives direction 
to one S life, but, most important of all, it gives a sense of control 
over thoughts. Individuals come in touch with the self, suppressed 
issues are uncovered—and that, for most people, is a very 

frightening feeling but it is very important to ventilate these 
feelings. Writing thus can take on the job of a therapist.” 


Children through this exercise could come in touch with their own 
suppressed memories and feelings that make them sad and uncover it 
gradually. In writing exercise they can be completely honest with 
themselves and their feelings, thus ventilating these unspoken fears and 
anxieties. 


RATIONALE : 


This is one of the most crucial stages of the writing exercise where 
children are encouraged to express the most distressing incidences 
from their life. Itis very important to give children an opportunity to 
express these suppressed griefs to make sure that the untold pain and 
fear does not show in the form of anger and behavioural disorder. 
Dozens of studies have found that most people, from grade-schoolers 
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to nursing-home residents, medical students to prisoners, feel happier 
and healthier after writing about deeply traumatic memories, says James 
Pennebaker, Ph.D., a professor of psychology at the University of Texas 
and leader and co-leader of many of the studies. It should be kept in 
mind that the facilitator needs to be prepared to handle in case of an 
emotional outburst ofa child while trying to bring out the most disturbing 
event of his/her life. 


RESPONSES OF CHILDREN 
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* Everyday in my life after the Tsunami has become a sad day. There 
are lot of problems in my family. My father lost his job and now my 
mother is the breadwinner of the family. I feel very sad for my mother. ” 
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‘ “T’ve witnessed Tsunami closely and : : “I have seen: 
; I saw number of children getting washed : - Tsunami closely. I’m | 
away in the water. The very thought of very scared that it will . 
_ itmakes me feel sad.” ~— come back.” 
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“ My sister after getting married moved to the neighbouring village 
and their house was located very close to the sea. On the day of the 
Tsunami her mother-in-law came and told her that big waves are coming 
from the sea and it has reached till knee inside the house. So she went 
home and picked her son up and ran for shelter to a higher place. After 
leaving her son at a safe place she ran back to take money from the 
house but by then the second wave came and she died in it. One of her 
children lost her eye sight in Tsunami and the other one still does not 
know that their mother has died. Their father also le ft them and now the 
two children are living on their own. We got some compensation for the 
Tsunami loss and my father visits and take care of my sister’s children 
but no money can compensate the death of my sister.” 
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° “We had Gheks acres pot tnd cre we grew NES Awe Bie ined 
the Tsunami, we had sprayed pesticides on the paddy field. On the day of 
Tsunami | and my father had gone to see our field and we saw people 
frantically running around. Later when we came back to see our field, 
found the entire field got destroyed. My father took huge amount of loan 
for the agriculture purpose and now can’t grow paddy anymore in the 
field .” 
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OUTCOME: 


The Worst day of their life most of the children said was the 
26” December, 2004, when they lost their loved ones and personal 
belongings such as earrings, pencils, books, clothes and properties in 
the Tsunami and when they failed in their class exam. Some of the 
children also shared some intense memories like the death of family 
members and friends etc., whose loss left a wound in their memories. 
The activity served the purpose to encourage these children to ventilate 
their painful memories through the medium of wniting. Overcoming a 
traumatic event is not possible as long as a person doesn’t come to 
understand the loss and accept It. 


STAGE -4 
A HAPPY EVENT IN MY LIFE 
INTRODUCTION: 


The fourth stage of the writing exercise 1s one step forward towards 
assisting children in coping with the trauma they witnessed due to the 
disaster. Here children are encouraged to write about incidences/ events 
that make them feel happy. One can not mourn over loss all his life, no 
matter how significant it was and has to come to accept it someday. 
This exercise will give an opening to the children to ventilate these 
thoughts of feeling unhappy and move on to think about the things that 
used to make them happy. This stage will also give an opening to the 
next stage of writing exercise where children will be encouraged to 
adopt optimistic outlook. 
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RATIONALE : 


The rationale behind this stage of the writing exercise is to give 
children an opportunity to think about the happy moments of life. After 
the Tsunami disaster there has been lot of chaos in and around the 
area. People have been talking only about Tsunami and the losses, 
making it difficult for the children to get back to anormal life. So by 
giving them an exercise to write about their happiest moment of life, 
children get the chance to remember the happy times and also a hope 
for reconciliation. 


RESPONSES. OF CHILDREN 
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“The happiest moment of my life i 


was when my uncle got married and _ 
my aunt gave birth to a baby.” 


“T was very a when I 
came first in the class.” 
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“y feel very happy on my 
birthdays.” 


- ‘Pm happy about the 
: support that we are getting from 
~ | fate NGOs. They supported us 
in reconstructing our houses, 
- school buildings, roads and 
bridges. They also gave us 
| notebooks, play materials, 
household things ete. A tuition 
“center and village information : 
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bol had a beeps A lite | bee the | 
_ Tsunami struck our village. I was 
_ happy with my brother, sister and 
_ friends from my school. I used to 
_ share my personal belongings with 
_ them. The very thought of our life 
_ before the Tsunami makes me 
_ happy.” 
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employment opportunity in our : 
village. We also got agricultural © 
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“ On the day of Tsunami when all of us 


_ ran to a safer place, I had no clue where my 


_ parents or sister was. I just ran with others 


_ and reached a relief camp. I was there for two 


days and I couldn’t find my parents and sister. 


_I saw other children and parents crying in 


/ the camp because their parents and children © 
_ got washed in the Tsunami. I was without _ 
: any news about my parents and my family / 


“Our 


school 


building got washed 


away by the Tsunami. 
A new school building 
has been constructed | 
by the Government in 


_ the place of the old 
school building. The © 
_ new building is much © 


_ better than the old | 
one. We have toilets in © 
_ the new building and > 


/ and I was scared that they too might have © 
_ got washed away by the killer waves. I cried | 
_ fortwo days and! didnoteatanything. After | 
_two days my father came to the camp _— Water docs not drip _ 
_ searching for me and took me to the camp inside the room when : 
| where my mother and my sister were staying, ——'! T@!nS. We are also : 
1 cried even more on seeing them but that / : cane to plant | 
was the tear of happiness. That was the — CS ane Towers in” 
_. the school compound. | 
_ happiest moment of my life. [found my lost 4 
2 4 1 water my plant, 
family back. My motherhuggedmeandcried ‘s . 
7 | everyday. 
_ for a long time.” ag 
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OUTCOME: 


Children are the happiest on their birthdays, Christmas days, 
Independence days and the days when they go out on tours, when they 
score highest marks in the class etc. Many of the children also mentioned 
that they were happy along with their siblings, parents and friends before 
the Tsunami came. However, after Tsunami much of the things are 
changed because of the death of people they were close to. Some 
children also acknowledged material as well as emotional support from 
various NGOs after Tsunami. And that it makes them happy to see the 
help coming out from everyone at the time of utmost difficulty. This 
stage of the exercise gave children an opportunity to remember the 
happy events of life when they were happy to celebrate their birthdays 
and festivals with family and friends. The children realized after this 


Psychosocial care medium for children 


stage of the exercise that even after the Tsunami their birthdays didn’t 
stop coming, neither the festivals. So they need to get themselves ready 
to celebrate any forthcoming events like the way it used to be before 
the Tsunami struck. “Life goes on” was the message that has been tried 
to pass on though this stage of the exercise and it powerfully got across 
to the target group. 
STAGE-5 
WHAT CANT DO TO MAKE MY LIFE HAPPY ? 

INTRODUCTION: 

In the final stage of the exercise children are directed towards 
hope and optimism. Children here writes about their hidden dreams. as 
to what makes them happy and how can they make their future happy. 
The damage has already been done by the Tsunami waves. Loss of 
both lives and belongings must not have been easy to forget for anybody 
Who suffered it but after a point of mourning everybody needs to come 
into reconciliation with the past incident and look forward towards the 
future with a positive outlook. This stage is an attempt to introduce this 
positivism in the young survivors of the Tsunami. 

RATIONALE: 


In the fifth stage of the writing exercise the focus is on assisting 
children to come up with their own ideas and solutions as to how they 
could make their life happy. This exercise provides insight, reflection 
and suggestions that help deepening the journey of self-discovery in 
children. Tsunami was unexpected and no one had control over it. 
People can not moum all their life for the loss ofnear ones and important 
belongings and therefore they will have to learn at one point of time to 
come back to reality and start moving ona gain. So through this activity 
children could take an imaginary trip in to the future and think positively 
as to how they could start living again and make best out of their lives. 
The facilitator has an important role to play here to make the session 
interesting and inspiring children to think about their future in the most 
constructive and affirmative way and get ready to start their life anew. 
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> = RESPONSES OF CHILDREN 
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: , K ad will study hard, © 
_ happy. That will make me happy too a d y 
; ° J me y too. _,_ score good marks and | 
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| Z ; _ _ teacher when grow up 
y I want to become a doctorin the future. | 

G Y Z 
j 4 z g _ _ and earn lot of money 
_ My dream is to make our nation a disease = j 

y . _ __ and good name. I want to 
_ free country. I will be kind and caring | _ j 
J _ _ build a doubl y 
] ‘ _ _ build a double story 
_ towards my patients. I want to build a ] 
7 ; 4 7 _ building in the village 
_ hospital where the poor people will get free j 
V i a1... , ,_ and want to do a good | 
_ and good treatment. The hospital willalso | ; 
% 

Z f , , _ — work for my community. I _ 
_ have a section to intervene children likeus Z 
j ; » 4% ~want to see my 
_ who have undergone a traumatic event. , 7 o j 
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j ___ grandfather. y 
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“I wish my house was near a river and 
not the sea because I still fear that Tsunami 
will happen again. If my house was near a 
river | wouldn’t have to live with such a fear. 
In the future, when I’ll eam money I would 
like to move from here to my grandmother’s 
village. They have a river flowing through 
the village.” 
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“ My father drinks lot 
of alcohol and beats my 
mother everyday. They 
quarrel and shout at each 
other in the night. I want 
to shut all the alcohol 
shops in my village so 
that my father does not 
drink anymore.” 


WW COW 


WS AAA 
SSS PRR 


SOW WA’ jy 37°  ''"»Fl_ Ee cre 


NQWWOHOOOGWG QV] i 


WT 


pew UL dddddddddddddddededdddtecddededktcdddddddecdddededdedddadeddddddddda MMO a ddddddéddddddidd 


“After the Tsunami my father does not go 
fishing anymore because he is scared of the sea. | 
wish just like the intervention for children who 
are traumatized by the Tsunami there was a 
programme for adults too so that my father stops 
fearing the sea and go back to work.” 
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OUTCOME: 


Majority of the children said that in order “to make their life 
happy” they want to study and work hard to score good marks, earn 
good money to be able to take care of their families, obey their parents 
and teachers etc. Some of the children also said that they would like to 
build double storied buildings in the village so that the next time Tsunami 
comes to their village, they could climb on top of the building. Many of 
the children also expressed their enthusiasm to do a good work for the 
community. This was one of the stages of the exercise where the facilitator 
played a significant role. At an early age these young survivors had seen 
much of destruction caused due to Tsunami. The facilitator began his/ 
her intervention from helping children in ventilating their fear, anxiety 
and anger out to encouraging them to look into the future with hope. The 
exercise served much of this purpose. They showed acceptance for the 
past and a positive hope towards the future. 


CASE STUDY 


Name- Deepa* 
Age-12 


Deepa, the 12 years old girl during the writin g exercise ventilated 
the severe and unpleasant changes that came about in their lives 
after the Tsunami. Like all other children who witnessed the Tsunami, 
she was also left with a shock. In her writing exercise she used 
strong words like “Tsunami destroyed my family”. Atan early age 
Deepa became familiar with literal meaning of the term ‘destruction’ 
and the courses of life. She says it took years of hard work for her 
parents to earn some money and build a comfortable house but 
Tsunami waves smashed it out within minutes, leaving no trace. She 
also feels sad about the plants and trees getting destroyed, animals 
killed and houses of her neighbours and relatives that were ruined 
due to the Tsunami waves. 


Their land where they used to grow paddy has turned into a 
Salty field after the Tsunami waves touched it. She further wrote 
that “the field that used to produce tones of grains now can not even 


“The names of the children are changed to protect identity. 
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give us a bowl of grain”. Like many other farmers from the Tsunami 
struck villages, her family was also forced to become dependent on 
Government aid (rations) for their survival. Life is no longer the same 
for the children of these villages as they are constantly under the 
fear that Tsunami could happen anytime again in the future. So much 
so that they are not even certain if a member of the family will be 
back home alive in the evening when they go out. 


Deepa says that the Tsunami shattered dreams of not just their 
family but also that of many villages that were affected by it. She 
also mentioned her days in the shelter after the Tsunami, where they 
didn’t have any clothes to change and how the shelters were over 
crowded by people. Her relatives helped them at the time of need 
and it took some time for them to revive back from the shock of the 
Tsunami. She showed hope towards the end of her writing where 
she said that they are slowly recovering from the memories of their 
friends and relatives who lost their lives during Tsunami. 


Name - Nikhil* 
Age- 10 years 

Nikhil belongs to one of the severely affected villages in the 
Tsunami. Through the writing exercise he spelled out many of the 
disturbing events from his life. Nikhil’s parents work as construction 
labourers. Nikhil is the only child of the couple who is studying in 
the fifth standard in a Government run High School. 


Both his parents go for work during the day and come late in 
the evening. So usually after coming back from school Nikhil used 
to play with his friend named Laxman who studied with him and 
also lived close by his house. Nikhil and Laxman were the best 
friend. As revealed by Nikhil in the writing exercise on Happy events, 
he mentioned it as the times spent with Laxman swimming tn the sea 
during the Summer Vacations. 

Laxman at the time of the Tsunami lost both his parents. So he 
and his younger sister were provided with Government aid and 


*The case stories and other responses shown are from the field experiences of the 
Community Level Workers. 
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sent to study in another town. Laxman was like a brother to Nikhil. 
He mentioned the saddest day in his life as the 26" of December 
2004, when Tsunami happened and his friend Laxman lost both his 
parents. Both of them cried a lot over the death of Laxman’s parents. 


Nikhil has become quite lonely after his friend went to study in 
another Town. He goes to meet his friend twice in every month and 


it makes him happy. He also shared with the group that he didn’t 
eat properly for a long time after his friend had left. He says he is 
better now, as he made some new friends from school and 
neighbourhood but Laxman still remains his best friend. 

In the future Nikhil wants to study well and go to the Town to 
study in the same school with Laxman. He wants to become a Police 
Officer in future. 


Name- Nagraj* 
Age- 10 years 


Through the writing exercise Nagraj ventilated many of the 
griefand botherations suppressed within. He is a young boy of 10 
and so like any other young boy his dreams and wishes are also 
fancied yet simple. He wants small things in life like gifts, games, 
food etc., to make himself happy. During the writing exercise he 
revealed some of the most intimidating issues from his life. His mother 
borrowed money from their neighbourhood and they have not been 
able to return the money. Nagraj lost his father when he was barely 
6 years old. He has a younger brother and both of them are studying 
in the local village school. Their mother works hard to make both 
ends meet for her family. Their neighbour often comes and fights 
with Nagraj’s mother as she has not been able to return the money. 
He wrote during the writing exercise that it bothers him a lot because 


he can not do anything about it. It bothers him to see his mother so 
sad. 
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During the writing exercise Nagraj also shared that the day of 
the Tsunami was the saddest day in his life. After the death of his 
father, their grandfather used to take care of them. He was quite 
fond of his grandfather and loved going to his place. But his 
grandfather could not run fast enough at the time when the giant 
waves gushed into their village. He got washed away and they never 
found his body. The memory of the Tsunami and his grandfather 
scares him when he is alone at home. He therefore prefers to go to 
school, forget all the tension and play with his friends. 


The young boy of merely 10 years, however, does not want to 
wash his hands off the responsibilities completely. He is well aware 
of his duties and in the future he wants to repay all the debts of his 
mother and get her rid of the humiliations that she receives everyday 
from the neighbours. He feels that his mother deserves to be happy 
and he’ll be very happy the day he could get a good job and make 
his mother happy. 


CONCLUSION: 


Writing is an extremely individualized process of personal growth. 
One of the easiest destressing methods, writing settles the mind and 
releases pent-up tension by bringing problems into perspective. Being 
an expressive therapy, it helps in giving an honest insight into the real 
selves and relationships. The very act of putting pen to paper has always 
been refreshingly cathartic—a limerick on the back ofa grocery list, a 
beautiful thought on a piece of paper, a daily journal or a few lines of 
poetry. 

Therefore writing therapy has been chosen as one of the modalities 
for the psychosocial care of children who survived the Tsunami. From 
the experience of working with these children it became evident that 
children gradually opened up and expressed many of the suppressed 
emotions through the writing exercise which they otherwise found 
difficulty in articulating. Writing affirmative and other positive statements 
in the last stage of the exercise showed hope in the writing of children. 
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Besides ventilation, the group exercises also developed various 
positive life skills in children. It enhanced their skills to pull together 
thoughts and feelings and put it down on paper. Children learnt to work 
in groups and developed the most important skill of ‘listening’ while 
another child was sharing his/her writing. The journey through various 
stages facilitated the process of understanding in them. They came to 
terms with the disaster that struck their village and ended the journey of 
‘writing exercise’ with a positive reinforcement to start a life afresh by 
discovering what could make them happy and what should be done to 
achieve this happiness. The facilitator for the exercise has a big role to 
play in the whole process as he/she will lead the group in the journey 
starting from sharing of disturbing events, losses, sad events to the gradual 
discovery of what made them happy and finally what should be done to 
recreate this happiness. Teachers and adults play an important role in 
the life of children. So the facilitator could take advantage of this 
significance and give a positive guideline through the activity. 
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Medium-Writing 


The writing exercise is designed in five stages to take children 
who witnessed the Tsunami through the gradual phase from 
coping and expressing the disturbing events to happy events 
from life and finally looking at the future with a positive attitude. 
Children find difficulty in articulating what they saw or what 
they are feeling. Through writing as medium thoughts are 
released and the mind gets more focused as individuals are 
instinctively drawn towards the quiet center of the self. The 
activity started by encouraging children discovering from their 
memory what incident from life bothers them the most. Later the 
focus was on enabling children to ventilate what they lost at the 
time of the disaster making Children to come to terms with their 
losses and gradually cope with it. Children were given an 
opportunity to explore the darkest memory that makes them feel 
sad and ventilate it through the medium of writing. Children get 
the chance to remember the happy times and also a hope for 
reconciliation. People need to come back to the reality and start 
moving on again children could think positively about their 
future as to how they could start living again and make best out 
of their lives. 
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